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For Laura, for making sense of everything.


In memory of Gonzalo Martínez Montiel:
Although (I think) I know what he would have
said about this novel, I would have loved to
have heard him say it . . .




The Deer


‘Leave the girls to play,’ Raquel told her.


Her daughter had climbed up a little hill, plunging her hands into the snow to steady herself as she went. The footprints marking her ascent had transformed into tiny black holes. Having reached the top, she tried to stand up without losing her balance, flinging her arms wide and tottering wildly. It looked as though at any moment she would fall and roll down the snowy slope. She was laughing.


Laughing as though she were being tickled.


Her rubber boots sank up to the ankles, giving her enough purchase to be able to bend and scoop up a handful of snow. Excited as a child on Christmas morning, she giggled as she raced to make a snowball. Ana had just turned eleven.


‘They’ll end up getting hurt, you’ll see,’ Montserrat grumbled as she sat down next to Raquel.


At the foot of the snowy hill, Montserrat’s daughter hunkered down, waiting for the impact of the snowball Ana was making. The girls were the same age. They were neighbours. They were inseparable.


‘There’s a lot of snow,’ Raquel said. ‘If they do fall, they’re not going to get hurt. Besides, they’ve got hard heads.’


That morning, as soon as Ana saw that the storm had passed, she had raced into the kitchen and demanded that her mother take her outside to play. Raquel, who had been preparing breakfast, said that she would, though she would have preferred to have stayed at home in the warmth. After they’d eaten, they popped next door. As soon as Montserrat opened the door, Ana had dashed past her in search of her friend, shrieking, ‘Snowball fight!’


A few minutes later, Raquel and Montserrat headed out with their daughters. Wrapped up warm in mittens, woolly hats and puffa jackets (Ana’s was pink, Lucía’s pale blue), the two girls ran on ahead. Two squealing, furry creatures prancing and zigzagging through the snow, heading for the park.


The little hill Ana had climbed was actually the playground slide, buried beneath a snowdrift. From her perch at the top, Ana launched snowballs, trying to make her voice sound deep; she was playing at being an ogre, a fiendish monster. At the bottom, Lucía hid behind bushes that had been transformed into frozen white parapets.


The sky was cloudless, the sunlight glittered on the soft snow and brought a little warmth to Raquel’s face. She closed her eyes and breathed in a lungful of air: cold and clear as a mountain spring. Next to her, Montserrat huddled in her thick coat for warmth.


There was a soft, agreeable murmur. The rustling wind in the trees echoed with their voices and the girls’ shrill laughs. Raquel was in no hurry. She was thinking of the scent of bedlinen, the warmth of her husband’s skin under the sheets as he took her in his arms.


The river rushed on, invisible beneath a thin sheet of ice.


Silent under the mantle of snow, the pulse of the village continued. Steady, constant.


A deer appeared from among the trees that circled the park. Raquel opened her eyes, as though somehow aware of its presence. Snow hung on its antlers, its coat. It took a few steps towards them, oblivious to the girls, unafraid.


‘I can’t believe it,’ Montserrat whispered, watching as it came closer.


Raquel hissed not to make a sound, not to alert the girls. The deer walked over to where they were seated, hooves sinking into the snow, sunlight making its coat shimmer like copper. It looked taller than any deer they had ever seen before. Huge. When it was only a few metres away, Raquel closed her eyes again. She pictured it passing within inches, pausing for a moment to look at her, to smell her. She could feel its breath. As though it were the breath of this mountain village.


When she opened her eyes again, the deer had vanished.


The girls were laughing and throwing snowballs.


She knew that this image would be forever engraved in her mind. That, in time, she would search for it among her memories, as one might seek out the shelter of home.




MONTEPERDIDO SHOCKED BY DISAPPEARANCE OF TWO ELEVEN-YEAR-OLD GIRLS


Eleven-year-olds Ana M. G. and Lucía C. S. left Valle del Ésera School at 5 p.m. last Monday, 19 October 2009, and set off to walk along their usual route to the neighbourhood of Los Corzos, on the outskirts of the village of Monteperdido, in the province of Huesca. Neither of the girls made it home.


‘We are keenly aware that the first 48 hours of an investigation are crucial. We have not been able to do as much as we would have liked, but we will not rest until Ana and Lucía are safely home,’ said a police spokesperson, who denied that there had been any evidence of violence at the site where the girls were last seen, which could lead to fears for their safety.


The parents of the girls have not made a public statement, though a spokesperson for the families has said that they are shocked and deeply concerned. Since their daughters were very familiar with the route home, the parents have rejected suggestions that the girls might have become lost, but have no idea who might have taken them. They firmly hope that their daughters will soon be able to give them answers.


A VILLAGE IN SHOCK


Monteperdido is a well-known tourist spot, famed for its spectacular natural setting, ringed as it is by two national parks in the shadow of the highest peaks of the Pyrenees. Ana and Lucía are well known to local villagers. Both are excellent students and, being next-door neighbours, they are inseparable friends.


Although neighbours are doing everything possible to help with the search, there has been a growing impatience at the lack of any concrete results. No witnesses have come forward; it is as though the two girls vanished into thin air. The Guardia Civil has dispatched a number of officers that specialize in abductions of minors to lead the investigation.


‘We know that it is difficult, but we would ask that people be patient and respect the privacy of the families during this difficult time,’ said one of the recently assigned officers. ‘This is a distressing case, but one that we hope to resolve quickly. In order to do so, however, we need the support of the people in the Monteperdido area, and of the media.’


‘Of course we want to believe that the girls are safe and well. We’re clinging to that hope; it’s what is keeping us going,’ confessed someone close to the two girls. It is a hope shared by everyone in Monteperdido.




Monteperdido


Five Years Later




1


The Thaw


The glacier was melting in the summer heat. Ice sheets fractured with a soft crack, and a thin trickle of water spurted from the sheer face of the mountain that towered above the village and gave it its name: Monteperdido – the Lost Mountain.


Some way down the slope, at the bottom of a ravine, the front wheels of the crashed car continued to spin. It lay on its roof, the windscreen a spider’s web of splintered glass, the whole scene enveloped in a cloud of dust and smoke. It had careered over the edge of the dirt road a hundred metres above. The fall had left a trail of broken trees and rutted earth.


Wind whipped away the smoke to reveal a pool of red inside the car, fed by a constant trickle of blood, like water from a leaky tap. The blood dripped from the forehead of the driver, still strapped into his seat belt, now suspended upside down. His skull had been shattered by the impact.


The only sound was the wind and a faint whimper. A girl dragged herself from the wreck, her arms marbled with innumerable thin slashes, her clothes cut to ribbons, a tangle of golden hair falling over her face. As she crawled through the broken rear windscreen, shards of glass became buried in her thighs. She was no more than sixteen. She choked back the pain and managed to pull herself free only to collapse, utterly exhausted. She lay on the grass, her breathing ragged, her whole body shuddering with every breath.


The place where the car had crashed was almost inaccessible: a deep gorge between mountains that were still snow-capped in summer.


Along the rim of the canyon, a narrow road wound its way down to the valley. A four-wheel drive had stopped and a man of about thirty was standing on the edge, staring down into the gorge. He took off his sunglasses to check he had not been mistaken: a car had gone off the cliff. He rummaged for his mobile phone in the glove compartment and made a call.


*


For five years now, the churchyard of Santa María de Laude in Monteperdido had held memorial events for the missing girls. In the early days, it had been the meeting place for the families and their neighbours in the village, for the forest rangers and the journalists. Makeshift shrines were set up next to the church doors, with flowers, stuffed toys, messages . . . Everyone wanted to leave some token of their grief, their anger . . .


Víctor Gamero, a sergeant with the Guardia Civil, remembered that the journalists had been the first to disappear. Although, at the time, he had merely been a junior officer with the force in Monteperdido, he had been responsible for shielding the families from the milling crowds who came from other villages to take part in the search for Ana and Lucía.


Lucía’s father, Joaquín Castán, was angry and frustrated. There were only neighbours from Monteperdido now, and not even all of them. Too much time had passed, the village could not simply grind to a halt every time Joaquín decided to hold another meeting to further the investigation. Two huge photographs of the girls flanked the table at which the parents were sitting. Lucía, with almond eyes and a mischievous smile, looked as though she had been caught in the middle of some private game. Ana, with her mouth open, was flashing a gap-toothed grin. The summer sun had given her skin a golden glow, and her blonde hair was bleached almost white and contrasted with her deep, dark eyes. The girls had been happy when these pictures were taken, yet today, as Lucía’s father protested at the scant resources being allocated to the police investigation, the photographs of the girls looked sad.


Sergeant Víctor Gamero felt his phone vibrate and stepped away from the churchyard to take the call. Burgos, one of his officers, explained the situation, tripping over every word. He knew that no one would be happy with the news.


‘Why didn’t someone alert me? Who gave the order?’ Víctor said.


He had a right to be informed. He was the senior officer of the Guardia Civil in Monteperdido, and the only road into the village had just been cordoned off without his permission.


*


Assistant Inspector Sara Campos gave the officer his orders. He was to stop every vehicle entering or leaving Monteperdido, search the boot of every car, the rear of every van. No one – however well he knew them – was to be waved through. Burgos was irritated by this last suggestion.


‘When I wear this uniform, I’m a Guardia Civil to everyone, even my own mother,’ he protested.


‘Have you alerted the duty sergeant?’ she said, ignoring the officer’s affronted dignity.


‘I just called him. He’ll be waiting for you at the petrol station on the outskirts of the village,’ Burgos said, still bristling.


Sara turned on her heel and walked back to the car where Santiago was waiting. An icy wind rushed down the mountain, so she pulled on her black fleece jacket, zipped it up and buried her hands in the pockets, her dark brown hair fluttering wildly in the brisk wind.


Inspector Santiago Baín kept the engine idling as he waited for the officers to remove the barriers blocking the road to Monteperdido. He could have spared himself the journey, could have called ahead and told the families to meet him at Barbastro Hospital, but he wanted to observe their reactions in the village, give them the news face to face; he knew that the information he was bringing was not a conclusion, but the first line of a story that was yet to be told.


The passenger seat was piled with papers and case files – it was impossible for Sara to squeeze in – so, careful not to disturb the pile, she set it on the dashboard.


‘I just hope he follows orders and checks the boots of the cars,’ she said pessimistically. ‘I don’t think he likes the idea of questioning his neighbours.’


Burgos lifted the barrier and allowed the car to pass. Baín pulled away, heading down the narrow road towards the village. Though it was still early, the sun had already begun to dip behind the mountains. The road ran parallel to the River Ésera, which snaked through a deep ravine between the soaring central Pyrenees, which cast a deep shadow over the whole valley. Though the road climbed steeply uphill, around treacherous hairpin bends, still the mountain peaks towered over the landscape. From time to time, the setting sun flashed through the branches of the trees, staining their vivid green leaves a dusky pink. For a moment, Sara allowed herself to soak up the verdant scene, blossoming with life this 12th July. Standing on a high crag, a deer seemed to be watching the car, then, in an instant, it turned its head and bounded into the trees.


Sara smiled and picked up the mountain of paperwork she had set down on the dashboard.


‘Right, so Lucía’s parents are Joaquín Castán and Montserrat Grau, forty-seven and forty-three respectively. Aside from Lucía, they have another child, Quim, who would be about nineteen at this stage . . . Joaquín Castán has been the driving force behind the Foundation . . .’


‘I think I’ve seen him on TV a couple of times,’ Santiago said, not taking his eyes off the road.


‘Ana’s mother is Raquel Mur. She’s a little younger. Just turned forty.’


‘And her father?’


‘There is no current address for him on file.’ Sara leafed through the documents, desperately looking for the information. ‘The whole investigation was a disaster. No wonder the girls were never found. Roadblocks weren’t set up until seventy-two hours after their disappearance; no evidence was gathered from the place where they were abducted; by the time forensics were called in, the rain had washed away every trace . . .’


Inspector Baín was not surprised; he was familiar with how Guardia Civil operated in rural villages like Monteperdido. He had worked with them on other cases during his long years in the service – almost thirty-five years. ‘So, Ana’s parents are separated?’ he asked.


‘Yes, to all intents and purposes, though they were never legally separated. The father, Álvaro Montrell, was the only person arrested during the whole investigation, and he was only in custody for a couple of days. They clearly had no concrete evidence to hold him. I’m guessing the marriage unravelled after that.’


Sara looked up and saw that Santiago had put on his driving glasses.


‘You’re really handsome in those glasses,’ she mocked.


‘As soon as light starts to fade, my eyesight is shot to shit . . . What do you expect me to do? Do they make me look old?’


‘No older than you are.’


‘One of these days, you’ll be my age, and you won’t find it remotely amusing when some rookie officer makes fun of your presbyopia.’ Santiago Baín smiled.


Sara looked at her boss. His face was lined with wrinkles, but that was not about age. Or at least not entirely. He had had them ever since Sara first met him and, thinking back, she remembered the image that had sprung to mind when she first set eyes on Inspector Baín’s wrinkled face: a chickpea.


Both officers fell silent, intimidated by the landscape as the road wound through the foothills of two imposing mountains. The majority of Pyrenean three-thousanders were in this section of the mountain range, which was one of the factors that had made the original investigation so difficult. When she raised her head from the dossiers, it looked to Sara as though they were approaching a dead end; the tarmacked road seemed to stop at the base of the mountain, never reaching the village hidden on the far side. Monte Albádes and Pico de Paderna towered like colossal statues, like two immortal guards who decided who should pass. As they rounded the last bend, Sara saw the road disappear into Monte Albádes. They took the narrow tunnel that ran through sheer rock like a needle through fabric, and, when they emerged on the other side, what the tourist brochures called the ‘Hidden Valley’ was spread out before them.


On the horizon, she could just make out the village of Monteperdido. Dark, silent houses were punctured by yellow windows, now that the sun had set. To Sara, the houses looked as though they had not been built by men, but rather had been shaped by nature, by seismic shifts and centuries of erosion, like the sierra all around.


A sign by the roadside gave a name to the stretch of mountain they had just come through: FALL GORGE.


‘I don’t know where I went wrong,’ Baín joked. ‘The rookie officer usually has to drive.’


‘You picked the wrong partner. The day I finally got my licence, I swore I’d never get behind the wheel again.’


‘So what will you do when I’m not around?’


‘Plod on.’


Up ahead, on the right-hand side of the road, stood the service station – though in fact it was just a single petrol pump. The Guardia Civil four-wheel drive was parked on the forecourt. The headlights were on, picking out the silhouette of someone standing in front of it. By now, it was pitch dark. As Sara was about to get out of the car, Santiago stopped her.


‘Just this once, let me do the talking.’


She noted that he was trying to sound offhand, as though this was a throwaway remark, when actually he had been waiting for the right moment to say it.


‘Why?’ she asked, feeling like she had done something wrong.


‘Because I’ll want you to deal with the local Guardia Civil from here on. Let them know who’s in charge.’


‘But you usually like to play bad cop,’ she protested meekly.


‘I don’t have many years left in the service; I’d like to play good cop just once,’ Santiago said, trying to make a joke of it.


Santiago clambered out of the car and Sara watched him walk towards the headlights. He did not usually give orders without explanation. And Santiago had never cared about being nice, especially not to people involved in a case. There had to be another reason. It had to be about her. Santiago was trying to spare her having direct contact with those involved in the girls’ disappearance.


‘Fucking chickpea,’ Sara muttered to herself before finally getting out of the car.


*


Sergeant Víctor Gamero watched as the two officers from the Policía Nacional approached. Five years earlier, specialized officers from the Guardia Civil had led the investigation. He could not understand why the Policía Nacional and the Servicio de Atención a la Familia should get involved now, nor why the road needed to be closed. The officer approaching was an older man wearing a suit. He tucked a pair of glasses into his inside pocket and held out his hand with a warm smile.


‘Inspector Santiago Baín of the S.A.F.’


‘Víctor Gamero, sergeant in charge of Monteperdido Station. What’s going on? If you wanted to close the road, I should have been informed.’


‘Actually, we haven’t closed it, we’ve just set up a checkpoint,’ Baín explained.


‘What for?’


Santiago did not answer but turned to his colleague. She strode across the forecourt, sweeping her hair back into a ponytail. Soft features, not particularly tall, she was wearing jeans and a black sweater that rode up over the gun holstered in her belt.


‘This is Assistant Inspector Sara Campos,’ Baín said.


Víctor held out his hand and Sara hesitated a moment before proffering hers. She looked at him for only a split second before turning to survey the landscape surrounding the village.


‘We need to talk to the families of the two girls,’ she said.


‘Has something happened?’


‘Since we’ve come all this way, I’d have thought it was obvious that something has happened, wouldn’t you?’ she said curtly. ‘You drive, we’ll follow.’


Sara turned and headed back to the car. Víctor choked back his anger as he saw Baín smile; he seemed amused by his pushy fellow-officer.


*


Víctor drove through the village along Avenida de Posets. In the rear-view mirror, he could see the car carrying the S.A.F. officers. When he came to the crossroads, he took the road leading to the Hotel La Guardia and then headed towards the suburb of Los Corzos. He crossed the bridge over the Ésera. He had already phoned Joaquín Castán, the father of Lucía. The public meeting was over and he was back at home. Immediately afterwards, Víctor had called the comandante in Barbastro. Apparently the decision to have the S.A.F. lead the investigation came from high up. All officers were asked to cooperate. Víctor Gamero parked the car outside the parents’ houses, at the very edge of the development. To the rear and on the right-hand side, the duplex belonging to Ana’s parents was surrounded by pine forest. Lucía’s house stood next to it.


*


Sara got out of the car and looked at the semi-detached houses. Although architecturally they attempted to blend with the style of the traditional houses in Monteperdido, with local stone and slate roofs, they were obviously ersatz. It was a recent housing development. The house on the left had a little shrine next to the garden gate. A photo of Lucía ringed with fresh flowers, three weather-beaten stuffed toys and a slate on which were chalked the words 1,726 DAYS WITHOUT LUCÍA. The house on the right had nothing to identify it as the one where Ana had lived. The sergeant from the Guardia Civil approached Sara.


‘Should I get the two families together?’ he said.


Sara saw the door to Lucía’s house open. Joaquín Castán appeared on the threshold. She recognized him from photographs in the case file.


‘Did you tell him we were coming?’ It was not so much a question as an accusation.


‘I was asked to track them down,’ Víctor said sullenly.


Sara glared at the officer and Víctor realized that this was the first time she had really looked at him.


‘We’d like to talk to Ana’s mother first,’ Sara said.


Then she looked past Víctor, towards the four-wheel drive. He followed her gaze; on the back seat, a dog was clearly visible.


‘He’s mine,’ Víctor said. ‘But maybe he’s not supposed to know anything either? Because I’m guessing he overheard what we said at the petrol station.’


Sara flashed a half-smile, only to suppress it as quickly as possible. A warning look from Santiago reminded her of her role: this time, she was the bad cop. She quickly turned and headed towards the house of Raquel Mur so that Gamero would not notice her uncertainty. Before they’d arrived, Santiago had asked her to relay the news. This was not the sort of situation where he felt he needed to spare her.


‘From now on, any decision that needs to be taken, we’ll discuss it first. We need to be on the same page. You understand that, don’t you?’ Baín said, laying a hand on Víctor Gamero’s shoulder. He was young to be a senior sergeant, and Baín felt it would be easy to gain his trust.


*


Raquel Mur came to the door and, finding Sara there, she clumsily buttoned up her shirt, which showed a little too much cleavage. It was a man’s blue, checked shirt that fell to her thighs, revealing her bare legs. It was obvious that she had not been expecting strangers.


‘Sara Campos, from the Family Protection Unit. Do you mind if we come in?’ She held up her warrant card.


Sara stared at the woman’s bare feet as they padded almost fearfully across the parquet floor of the living room. Santiago Baín and Víctor Gamero followed Sara into the house. Raquel was clearly confused; her dark eyes tried frantically to catch Víctor’s, waiting for an explanation. Her legs trembled as she slumped on to the sofa. What can she possibly be thinking, this mother who lost her child five years ago? Sara wondered. She had no desire to prolong the woman’s anxiety. She sat on a coffee table facing the sofa, took Raquel’s hands in hers and smiled.


‘It’s not often we get to give good news,’ she said. ‘We’ve found Ana.’


Raquel Mur felt the air in her lungs congeal, as though her whole body was suddenly crumpling. She gripped the officer’s hands tightly.


‘She’s fine,’ said Sara.


Hot tears welled in her eyes. Raquel Mur said nothing, but felt her lips curve into a smile. She brought her hands up to her face and began to sob.


*


Víctor Gamero led Raquel towards Inspector Baín’s car. She was wearing the same jeans and shirt she had worn at the public meeting in the churchyard some hours earlier. She walked nervously, took a few steps back, as though she had forgotten something, then walked on again. Suddenly, she stopped dead, as if remembering what it was she had forgotten. She looked at Montserrat’s house and whispered to the sergeant: ‘I have to tell Montserrat.’


‘The other officer will talk to her,’ Víctor Gamero said, gently turning her away.


Montserrat was standing at the window that overlooked the front garden. By now, Lucía’s mother must have realized that what was coming was not good news. Joaquín Castán was still standing in the doorway.


Santiago Baín and Sara Campos silently stepped inside, followed by Joaquín. In the living room, Montserrat nervously wiped her hands on a dishcloth, and did not stop until Joaquín gestured for her to sit next to him on the sofa. The walls were a shrine to the memory of their missing daughter: Lucía’s smile beamed down from dozens of photographs that charted her childhood from newborn baby to the age of eleven.


‘A crashed car was found this morning, about sixty kilometres south of here. It had skidded into a ravine,’ Inspector Baín explained. ‘When the call came in to the emergency services, they dispatched a helicopter from Barbastro. The site where the car had crashed could not be reached on foot. By the time the helicopter arrived, the driver, a man in his fifties, was already dead. He was almost certainly killed instantly, but we will have to wait for the autopsy results to confirm this. There was a girl there. She was unconscious, but had suffered no other serious injury. She was airlifted to Barbastro Hospital, where attempts were made to identify her. She was carrying no identity papers, but her fingerprints were in the system. It was Ana Montrell. It was at this point that my colleague and I visited the hospital.’


‘What about my daughter?’ Montserrat murmured.


‘There was no one else in the car.’


‘Maybe she wandered away from the car. What if she is somewhere nearby?’


‘The helicopter scanned the area several times to eliminate that possibility,’ Sara said.


‘She’s dead.’ Montserrat began to sob, unable to think of another explanation for Ana’s sudden reappearance.


‘We have no reason to think that is the case,’ Santiago reassured her, gripping her hand tightly. ‘I know this is hard, but you shouldn’t give up hope. We’ve been searching for your daughter for a long time, but this is the closest we have come in five years.’


‘Who was the driver?’ said Joaquín, stiff and motionless on the sofa, listening carefully to every word the officers said.


‘We haven’t yet been able to identify him. Rescuing the girl was the first priority for the emergency services. At first light tomorrow morning, they will go back to airlift the body and attempt to raise the car . . .’


Joaquín Castán remained silent for a moment. Montserrat was still sobbing quietly. Sara saw Joaquín glance at Baín’s hands holding those of his wife, and then he said, ‘The driver of the car – is he the man who took our daughter?’


Though the police suspected as much, it had proved impossible to access the body in the tangled metal of the wreck. The car had no licence plates, so Sara would need the chassis number in order to identify the vehicle – something it would be impossible to get until the car had been winched up from the ravine.


‘I’m going to drive Ana’s mother to the hospital,’ Santiago said to Sara as they left the house. ‘Ask Sergeant Gamero to take you to the police station and set up an incident room. And see if you can find us somewhere to sleep. We need to be working at 110 per cent tomorrow.’


*


A hotel called La Renclusa stood at the end of the main street, where the houses of Monteperdido began to peter out and the road rose steeply towards the mountains. The best accommodation in the village, Víctor said as he pulled up outside. The four and five-star hotels were higher up, in Posets, or further still, where the road vanished in the hills. A nervous girl with birdlike features led Sara and Víctor to the second floor. She stumbled through a description of the hotel’s facilities, meal times, but Sara was not paying attention. She was staring at this girl, who looked no older than eighteen and seemed as fragile as a porcelain doll that might break at any minute. Her name was Elisa, she said, as she opened the windows that looked out towards the north-east. She talked about the spectacular sunrises over Monte Ármos to be seen from the window. Elisa was pretty, though she wore baggy clothes, as though determined to hide her body.


‘Would you like me to get you some dinner?’ she asked.


‘No, thanks,’ Sara said, ‘I just need the keys to both rooms.’ She looked at Elisa’s long-sleeved blouse and the baggy cardigan and smiled. ‘Does it get cold up here?’


‘It gets a little cooler at night. But it’s mid-July, so it never drops below twenty degrees.’ The girl was a little confused by the question, then, noticing the way the officer was looking at her clothes, she added nervously, ‘I’m a bit sensitive to cold.’


‘Wearing XXL clothes won’t make you any warmer,’ Sara joked.


*


Inspector Santiago Baín drove in silence, gliding down through the darkness towards Barbastro. Sitting in the passenger seat, Raquel kept her face pressed to the window. She had not said a word since they got into the car. She did not know what to say. Hundreds of memories bustled in her mind, like a crowd of boisterous children trying to pile through a narrow doorway.


As she had taken down the photograph of her daughter in the churchyard only two or three hours ago, and packed it into the boot of Joaquín’s truck, Raquel had been thinking that she was sick of these ceremonies. Of being forced, over and over, to relive the pain and the grief. That, if asked what she truly wanted, she would have had to admit she just wanted to move on, to try to overcome the tragedy that had spread like an oil slick over the past five years.


But she had never expressed these feelings aloud. Not even to Ismael, though he had long since realized that she no longer wanted to continue as part of the Foundation. It was something that would need to be discussed with Lucía’s parents, something Joaquín would not take well.


You dreamed of finding your daughter’s corpse, Raquel was thinking as the car drove on towards Barbastro, towards Ana.


Why had she not had the strength, the courage, of Lucía’s parents? It was thanks to them that no one had forgotten their daughters’ names. What would have happened had they not been there to support her? Especially in the early days, when the investigation had focused on her husband?’


Other images, other flickering memories of days that seemed blurred, like badly focused images, extracts from a film without a plot: Ana’s disappearance, the blind panic that followed, Álvaro being taken into custody. The terror of looking at your husband as though he were a stranger. Of imagining that he could have harmed his own daughter. Since then, in the same way that the tide goes out and leaves the shoreline changed, revealing rocks that were hidden beneath the sand, the accusations against Álvaro had ebbed, but nothing would ever be the same between them.


And now, Ana. Waiting for her in Barbastro hospital. Five years later.


Five years during which Raquel had slowly tried to piece herself together, like a jigsaw puzzle dashed to the floor that has to be carefully reconstructed. Ismael Calella had been instrumental in this task. He had arrived in Monteperdido when the girls’ disappearance was still recent – when had she stopped thinking of Ana’s abduction as ‘recent’? Álvaro had already left, and she had felt unable to go back to work, to the interior design company she had excitedly set up only months before her world had imploded. Ismael had offered to work for her as a carpenter and joiner. He was eight years her junior, he had the drive she lacked. She had managed to get the company on its feet again and, through her work, and Ismael’s youth, she had once again found the sense of routine she so desperately needed.


When they had said goodbye outside the church after the meeting, she had whispered, ‘I’ll be at home waiting for you.’ They had slept together for the first time only a few weeks earlier. Sometimes, it seemed obvious to her that what she was looking for in Ismael was the polar opposite of her husband. Why did she still refer to Álvaro as her husband?


It was Ismael she had been expecting when the police came to her door. She had been naked except for one of his shirts, with two glasses of wine poured and waiting in the kitchen, a burning cigarette in the ashtray that she realized only now would have burned away.


She had opened the door and Ana had come back.


She was driving through the darkness, heading to see her.


*


Víctor drove to the police station in silence. On the back seat, his seven-year-old husky was panting. Next to him, Sara was poring over the pile of paperwork, trying to put it into some sort of order. Víctor glanced at her surreptitiously as she stared into the files as into a bottomless well, her hand deftly pencilling notes. At the petrol station, he had thought she seemed arrogant, but he had been surprised by how she had handled Raquel and, especially, Elisa. A few seconds had been enough for Sara to move beyond first impressions, and get a glimpse of Elisa’s personality and forge a bond with her. It was possible she recognized Elisa from the case files, despite the fact that years had passed and Elisa was no longer a teenager.


‘I’m guessing you know this area like the back of your hand,’ Sara said without looking up, ‘but I’d feel a little safer if you looked at the road from time to time.’


Víctor turned and stared through the windscreen; he hoped she did not see him blush. The local Guardia Civil headquarters was new. It had been opened two years earlier on the road leading to the school.


‘I didn’t catch the name?’ Sara said as he parked the car.


‘Víctor,’ he said, indignantly.


‘Not you, the dog.’


‘Nieve. Do you like dogs?’


‘Not really, to be honest,’ Sara said, climbing out of the car, unwilling to admit that her irrational fear of dogs was why she had barely said a word as they drove to the hotel and, from there, to the police station. She could still feel the dog’s damp breath on the back of her neck.


She heard Víctor sigh before getting out of the four-wheel drive and opening the back door to let Nieve out. Then they headed towards the station.


‘Is it coming with us?’ she said, watching as the animal scampered about the place.


‘Don’t worry. He stays outside.’


*


Raquel walked nervously along the hospital corridor. Nurses whispered as she passed. A doctor opened one of the doors and ushered them in. Santiago Baín followed her as far as the intensive-care unit where Ana was. As they reached the glass-walled room, Raquel felt her legs give way. Baín reached out and stopped her from falling.


‘We’ve put her under sedation,’ the doctor said. ‘She suffered slight brain trauma, though we don’t think it will be serious. We’ll be keeping her in for a few days for observation, just in case there are any complications . . .’


Raquel turned to Baín.


‘Can I touch her?’


The inspector glanced at the doctor, who nodded and opened the door to the unit. Raquel went in and took two faltering steps towards the bed. Was this really her? She had thought this moment would never come, had banished it even from her dreams, and so it now seemed curiously unreal. Could it be her? Could it really be Ana?


She stood, staring for a moment, not daring to touch the girl. She was afraid that, if she reached out, she might break the spell and her daughter would vanish, and with her the hospital bed, the room, the inspector. Raquel would wake up in her own bed, sweating, and realize that it had only been a dream. A lie.


But Ana did not vanish as her mother gripped her daughter’s hand, as though to stop her escaping. She felt the warmth. Then she ran her fingertips along her daughter’s bruised arm to her shoulders, her face. Five years had passed and Ana was no longer a little girl. She was sixteen now. Her face had changed: her features were more delicate, her lips fuller, her skin paler. She was almost a woman.


‘Has anyone talked to her? Has she said anything?’ Raquel said between sobs.


‘Not yet,’ said Baín.


*


Víctor Gamero cleared one of the shelves in the office. The room had been intended for visiting officers, but since they never came to Monteperdido, it had been turned into a storeroom. The sergeant informed Sara that they were expecting four more officers, including the Mountain Rescue Team, led by Chief Sanmartín – though he did not think that Sara should count on much help from them. The M.R.T. barely had the resources to deal with hikers who headed up into the mountains without taking the necessary precautions.


‘They’ll need to prioritize,’ Sara said.


‘You’re in charge,’ Víctor admitted, though he had no intention of taking orders from the S.A.F. unless directly related to the missing girls.


The room was furnished with two desks and a large window. Outside, it was pitch dark, making it impossible to see the road to the school or the forest, the very spot where the girls had disappeared. Sara dropped her pile of paperwork on one of the desks.


‘Need anything else?’ Víctor asked.


‘The keys to the station, and a computer.’


‘I’ll have a computer set up tomorrow morning,’ he said, handing her a set of keys.


‘I’ll see you in the hotel lobby at six thirty a.m. I need you to take me to the scene where the girl was found.’


‘I can get you a car.’


‘I’d rather you called by to collect me,’ Sara muttered, then she looked up at Víctor. ‘If we do this by the book, we’ll find Lucía.’


‘Around here, we always do things by the book,’ Víctor said tensely. ‘Can I go now, or do you want me to drop you back to the hotel?’


‘I can walk back. There are only four streets in the village; I don’t think there’s much chance I’ll get lost.’


Víctor smiled and left the office. She liked the calm, collected way he moved and spoke, oblivious to her insistence. He reminded her of a sheriff in an old-fashioned western, sitting on his stoop as the sun set over the prairies, rifle in one hand, cigar clamped between his teeth. She moved at a very different tempo, one dictated by the pressure of her investigation; his was dictated by the rhythms of nature itself. Perhaps, in a place like Monteperdido, that was for the best.


Sara was still smiling when Víctor reappeared with a small plate that he set down on the desk. On it was a piece of caramel sponge cake surrounded by a yellowish liquid.


‘Candimus,’ the sergeant explained. ‘One of the officers’ girlfriends works in a bakery. It’s a local speciality in Monteperdido. I asked her to make one when I heard that Ana had been found, so her mother could take her some. But since they’re keeping her in hospital for the time being, we might as well eat it, or it will go stale. We can have another made, once she comes home.’


‘Thanks,’ Sara said, a little disconcerted.


‘Caramel and lemon; you’ll see – it’s delicious.’


After Víctor left, Sara stared at the slice of candimus. On top were a few caramel letters from the word that had been iced on the cake: COM. Part of WELCOME, she guessed.


Sara sighed. Here she was, behaving like an ice queen, while the Guardia Civil in Monteperdido was bringing her cake. She dipped a finger in the custard and brought it to her lips. It was delicious.


*


Santiago Baín watched as the coffee machine in the hospital waiting room dispensed the espresso Raquel had asked for. She had wanted to stay with her daughter, but the doctor had insisted it was better to leave her to get some rest. Before heading to the relatives’ room, Santiago had taken the doctor into an empty ward and spoken to him. He urgently needed to talk to Ana, but the doctor refused to rush the process.


‘You realize that your decision might cost another girl’s life?’ Santiago warned.


‘Right now, my responsibility is to care for Ana, and I am not prepared to take any risks.’


It would be a cruel twist of fate if Raquel were to find her daughter, only to lose her again. Baín knew that he had to wait. Ana would give her statement in due course.


‘Who found the car?’ Raquel asked as Baín handed her the coffee.


‘A neighbour from Posets. He was driving back from Barbastro and saw a plume of smoke. At first, he assumed it was a forest fire, but then he noticed the car.’


‘I’d like to thank him . . . If he hadn’t spotted it . . .’


‘Best not to think about what might have happened. Ana is here now, and that’s all that matters.’


The ensuing silence was broken by the sound of footsteps. Someone hurried along the corridor, came around the corner and stopped in the doorway, panting for breath. Raquel looked up, startled.


‘Álvaro? What are you doing here?’


It had been almost four years since she had seen her husband.


*


Sara shifted in the chair and stretched. Her back ached. They had set off from Madrid in the early hours of the morning and had not stopped since. According to the station clock, it was four a.m., and the desk was still covered by a muddle of paperwork: documents full of words circled or underlined. She got to her feet, picked up the keys Víctor Gamero had given her, took the holster she had hung over the back of the chair, clipped it on to her belt and left the station.


A chill wind whipped down the mountain slopes and she wished she had worn something warmer than a jumper. Before heading towards the hotel, she stared at the forest on the far side of the road. She crossed over and, for a second, felt an urge to wander into the woods. It was pitch dark; there was nothing in there that could tell her anything about Lucía.


The girl was her priority. If the man driving the car was the same man who had abducted the girls, it was possible that Lucía was still locked away in unknown conditions, and there was no way of knowing how long she could survive alone.


Monteperdido was hushed. The only sounds were the murmur of the river, the rustle of branches swayed by the breeze and her own footsteps. She knew that she would not get any sleep tonight, but a hot shower and a few hours lying down would be rest enough.


The road wound up towards the bridge that spanned the river; most of the houses in the village were on the far bank. She was walking alongside the forest when she heard a noise. She peered into the trees. The darkness was so viscous it seemed alive. Something was digging in the ground. She tried to force herself to look away, to walk on towards the hotel. She felt for the gun in her holster and released the safety catch, then felt foolish at this sudden wave of panic. It’s just exhaustion, she thought. It’s this place, thinking about what might have happened to Lucía. That was what was making her feel vulnerable. This is what Santiago tries to spare me from in our investigations.


Suddenly, a shadow darted from the forest and bounded towards her. By the time Sara turned, the animal was almost upon her; instinctively, she drew her gun and fired. Blood sprayed like a red brushstroke painted on the darkness. The dog howled and collapsed on the ground. Still holding the pistol, Sara stared down at the wounded animal. The bullet had opened a gaping wound in its chest. She stepped closer. It was Nieve, Víctor’s dog.


Fuck, she thought.


*


The police officers standing guard at the hospital had orders not to admit anyone – including this man, Lucía’s father, Joaquín Castán. After the S.A.F. officers left his house, he had felt like a wild animal pacing in its cage. They had spent years waiting for a miracle, but not this miracle. Though she said nothing, he knew what his wife was thinking: Why Ana? Why not Lucía? Not only had God not healed their wound, now he was pouring salt on it.


‘I’m going to the hospital,’ Joaquín had said. ‘You coming?’


Montserrat barely had the energy to shake her head.


‘Do you want me to call your brother?’ he asked. ‘I could ask Rafael to come over.’


She shook her head again. She just wanted to be alone.


‘Will you be OK?’ he asked before he left.


‘How could I be OK?’ Montserrat whispered.


When he was refused entrance to the hospital, Joaquín had called Víctor, but the Guardia Civil could offer no solution. There was nothing he could do; the S.A.F. officers were leading the investigation. Why had he come all this way to Barbastro Hospital? He decided to go back to Monteperdido and wait until morning. Montserrat would be in bed by now, tossing and turning, thinking that the next they would see of Lucía would be her dead body.


From his car, Joaquín saw Raquel emerging from the hospital. She sat down next to the front door and took out a pack of cigarettes, but it was empty. Just then, the S.A.F. inspector who had come to his house emerged, and, behind him, Álvaro. Tall and thin, his long, straight hair had turned grey, though he was still a young man. Joaquín watched as he pushed his fringe off his face, a gesture he had seen so many times. He slammed the car door as he got out; he wanted them to register his presence.


Inspector Baín saw Joaquín Castán and immediately noticed Álvaro’s apprehension. Ana’s father did not know whether to retreat or stand his ground as Joaquín took long, loping strides towards them. He was tall – at least six foot two – and powerfully built. Despite his age and the clothes he was wearing, it was easy to see he still possessed the swagger of his youth.


‘Did they call you?’ Joaquín Castán roared as he approached.


‘Joaquín, please . . .’ Raquel got to her feet and tried to intervene.


Santiago stood to one side. He had scanned the case file and there had been no need to read between the lines for him to know there was hostility between the fathers of the missing girls. More than once, Joaquín had called for Álvaro to be arrested.


‘Gaizka called me. He was the one who found the car . . .’ Álvaro said, deciding to stand firm.


‘I thought you didn’t live round here anymore.’


Álvaro did not answer. His silence was his way of making it clear that he was not about to be bullied. Lucía’s father anxiously turned to Inspector Baín.


‘What did Ana have to say for herself?’ The question sounded like a reproach.


‘She’s still unconscious, sedated. As soon as we have any news, you’ll be the first to know,’ the inspector assured him.


‘Even though, by then, it might be too late.’


Gradually, Joaquín’s rage petered out and gave way to grief.


‘Joaquín, if Ana made it back, then Lucía can too,’ Álvaro said, and took two steps towards him.


Álvaro laid a hand on Joaquín’s shoulder, more as a sign of forgiveness than of aggression, but Joaquín angrily wheeled round and grabbed him by the shirt.


‘Don’t touch me,’ he growled, raising a fist.


Santiago intervened, but he did not need to do any more. Joaquín pushed Álvaro away, took a deep breath and glared at the police officer.


‘I hope you’re going to keep him well away from the girl.’


‘You think I need to?’ the inspector asked.


‘Ana has to tell the truth. We still don’t know what’s happened to my daughter.’


‘And she will,’ Baín said. ‘She will tell us everything she knows.’


Joaquín Castán turned on his heel and walked back to his car. He drove out of the hospital car park. Even at night, it took him two hours to make it back to Monteperdido. Two hours during which his jaw was clenched, his teeth gritted. He was not going to fall apart. Not this time.


*


A hospital porter had given Raquel a cigarette. Smoke mingled with her misty breath. It was getting chilly. A few metres away, Baín took a seat on the bench next to Álvaro, who was staring at the ground. Baín had not yet seen him smile. His features were chiselled, his hair white as hoarfrost, his eyes steely.


‘Are you OK?’ Santiago asked.


‘I’m not sure,’ Álvaro muttered. ‘Yeah, of course I am . . . But it’s been so many years, it’s hard to believe that the nightmare is finally over.’


Álvaro attempted a smile, but his lips froze. Baín patted his leg, then sighed and leaned back on the bench. He understood the conflicting emotions that Ana’s parents were feeling. They could not let themselves feel happy yet; their daughter was still unconscious. What horrors would they discover when she woke up? What stories would she tell?


Baín could not help but think that, in the early hours of the morning, a hospital felt like a funeral vigil.


*


Víctor was woken by the doorbell. He stumbled out of bed and looked out the window. It was still dark. He turned on the porch light and waited a few seconds to allow his eyes time to adjust. When he opened the door, he found Sara standing there with Nieve in her arms.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said.


‘What happened?’


‘He jumped at me as I was walking back to the hotel . . .’


Only then did Víctor notice that Sara’s hands were smeared with blood. He took Nieve, who was whimpering in pain.


‘What the hell did you do?’ he shouted.


‘I swear, he came out of nowhere . . . I didn’t know what it was . . . I wouldn’t have fired if I’d known it was your dog.’


‘You shot him?’


‘I think he might be all right,’ Sara said by way of apology.


Víctor examined the dog, feeling for the bullet wound, muttered, ‘Shit,’ and took out his mobile phone and called the vet. Sara was still standing in the doorway, hesitating about whether she should go inside. Víctor cradled the dog against his chest; his white T-shirt was already stained red.


‘I’m sorry, really I am.’


‘Nicolás, sorry for waking you . . . It’s Víctor. I need you to get over to my place; Nieve has been shot . . . I’m doing my best to staunch the bleeding, but you need to get here fast.’


As he hung up, Víctor noticed that Sara was still standing on the threshold.


‘Fuck off!’ he yelled, and slammed the door.


*


How could she sleep? When she arrived back at the hotel, Sara stopped by the coffee machine in the lobby, put in a coin and waited as her drink was dispensed. On the right, next to the reception desk, were the stairs leading up to the bedrooms. She took the plastic cup, burning her fingers, and headed to the left, where there was a dining room and a small sitting room. Sofas and armchairs were arranged around coffee tables, while, next to the windows, two tables were flanked by straight-backed chairs. Sara walked over to a table in the corner of the room. It was dark, the only light was the faint blue glow of Monteperdido. Her coffee was scalding, almost bubbling. Just looking at it, she felt her stomach spasm, so she set it aside. Even the smell was repulsive. She wanted to cry.


Startled by a sudden creak of leather, she scanned the room. In the darkness, she could just make out a shadowy figure as it shifted on the sofa, embarrassed as though caught in flagrante delicto. She heard the deep, hoarse voice, though she could not make out a face.


‘Can’t sleep?’


The shadow clicked on the table lamp and, as the green glass lampshade flickered into life, Sara saw that the figure on the sofa was a woman. She was about sixty; her dark curly hair was matted on one side and she quickly combed her fingers through it. Her face was curiously rounded, as though made of plasticine. Her eyes seemed to bulge, ringed by the dark shadows cast by the table lamp. Something about her face in the greenish glow reminded Sara of a toad – the sort of wise, kind-hearted frog you’d find in fairy tales.


‘Do you mind?’ the woman said, nodding towards the chair next to Sara.


The assistant inspector stiffened and picked up her coffee cup, as though making space so that the woman could join her. When she stood up, the woman was scarcely taller than she had been sitting down. Dragging her feet, she walked across the room to Sara’s table. Her arms and legs were stubby, as though they had no joints whatsoever. No knees, no elbows. The way she moved, tottering as she walked, simply emphasized this impression. She looked as though she had been squeezed into an old-fashioned diving suit. When she reached the table, she had to hop up on to the chair. Her chubby feet, squeezed into a tiny pair of trainers, dangled in mid-air. She set a bottle down on the table; it was filled with a red liquid Sara could not identify. The woman heaved a sigh, as though the effort of crossing the room had required superhuman effort.


‘Insomnia is shit,’ she growled with the voice of an incorrigible smoker. ‘Every night it’s the same. I put on a nightdress, drink a glass of milk, go to bed. I toss and turn until my back hurts, then I get up, pull on a tracksuit and think, Fuck it . . . One more sleepless night. Oh, yeah, sorry – my name is Caridad.’


Sara smiled. She knew exactly what it felt like, to dread going to bed. She noticed that the tracksuit Caridad was wearing was old: a fashion relic from the 1980s, a shapeless mass of pale pink and grey that made her look padded.


‘I live across the road,’ Caridad said, nodding towards the window. ‘Some nights, I walk around the village until dawn, and some nights I come in here; the sofas are comfortable and my back doesn’t hurt so much. Elisa doesn’t mind; I’m up and out long before the first guests come downstairs. What about you? Aren’t you going to introduce yourself? I feel like I’m talking to a ghost, here . . .’


‘Yes, of course; sorry . . .’ Sara said, a little disconcerted. ‘Assistant Inspector Sara Campos.’


‘I’ve got a surname too, you know. Caridad Pissed-Off-With-Insomnia.’ She let out a gruff chuckle, like thunder in the silence. ‘Sorry,’ she said, stifling her laugh. ‘It’s lack of sleep – it makes me say stupid stuff.’


‘Don’t worry.’ Sara flashed her a smile.


‘So, did you murder someone? Or are you the victim?’


Caridad was staring at her jumper, and Sara suddenly remembered the bloodstain across her chest. Nieve’s blood.


‘No . . . Well, I don’t think so,’ Sara said, worrying that by now the dog might be dead. ‘There was an accident.’


‘Are you hurt? Do you want me to take a look? I’m a nurse practitioner. With the Red Cross. And a trained chiropodist, but I’m guessing your feet are fine, yeah?’


‘No, I’m fine,’ Sara said, touching the bloodstain, which was dried and crusted.


‘Should have seen the other guy, is that it?’ Caridad’s laugh rumbled in the silence. Sara was afraid she would wake someone.


‘It was only a dog,’ Sara whispered, hoping that this might encourage Caridad to lower her voice.


‘Oh, I see . . .’ Caridad leaned back in the chair, making no attempt to hide the disdain in her voice. ‘Only a dog. So it doesn’t matter. I mean, there’s nothing like killing a kan from time to time – it’s good for the soul.’


‘I told you, it was an accident,’ Sara protested. ‘And I don’t know whether the dog is dead or not.’


‘Why worry? The poor animal is out there somewhere, bleeding to death . . . That’s perfectly humane.’


‘I brought it back to its master. How else do you think I got blood on my clothes?’ Sara was finding it difficult to hide her irritation.


‘Don’t be like that, Sara Campos. We’re just having a little chat, here, until we fall asleep –’ Caridad raised her arms in surrender – ‘but if you don’t want to talk about the dog, we can talk about something else. What brought you here? This thing with the girls? A terrible business, isn’t it?’


Sara looked at Caridad in surprise. In a split second, she had shifted from biting sarcasm to warm sincerity.


‘I can’t talk about the case,’ she said.


‘So what are we supposed to talk about, then? The kan?’ Caridad quipped. She leaned forward, pressing her breasts against the table, folding her arms on the table, drumming her fingers irritably. She looked like a bored child.


‘I think I’m feeling a little tired,’ Sara said, paving the way for her departure.


‘Well, fuck that!’ Caridad snapped hoarsely, the word echoing around the room. ‘No offence,’ she added, seeing the look of shock on Sara’s face. ‘You just toddle off to your chasilla, and leave me here.’


‘I need to take a shower first,’ Sara explained apologetically, as though she had some sort of obligation to keep Caridad company.


‘Go on – go.’ Caridad waved her hand in the air. ‘And don’t worry too much about the dog. A bad conscience is like a mother-in-law: once you’ve got one, you can’t get rid of it.’ She rummaged in the pocket of her tracksuit and took out her cigarettes. ‘Smoke?’ She proffered the pack.


‘No, thanks,’ Sara said, getting to her feet.


‘If he hasn’t phoned me, Víctor must have the situation under control. Shaving a bunion or saving a dog – it’s all the same to me. That’s how things work in this village. He’s probably with Nicolás Souto.’


Sara had only taken a step when she stopped. Caridad had lit her cigarette and was staring though the window at the deserted streets of Monteperdido.


‘How did you know it was Víctor’s dog?’


She did not know whether to laugh or be angry.


‘It’s a small village, hon. You’ll find out for yourself.’


‘So why ask all those questions, if you knew already?’


‘For the sake of talking. Like I said, I don’t usually have company in the middle of the night . . .’


From the look on her face, Caridad seemed apologetic. Or was she still toying with her? Sara said goodnight. As she left, she caught a last glimpse of the tiny woman, her legs dangling in the air, sucking on her cigarette in the green glow of the table lamp, and she realized that she would not be at all surprised if Caridad suddenly disappeared in a puff of smoke.


*


He was sweating so much that his glasses kept slipping down his nose. As he worked, Nicolás Souto had to constantly stop, set down his needle, mop his face and push the glasses back into place, leaving blood on the end of his nose. Víctor could not take his eyes off Nieve, anaesthetized on the table in the kitchen, which now served as a makeshift operating theatre.


‘Are you going to arrest her?’ Nicolás asked as he sutured the wound. ‘I mean, how would the Guardia Civil go about pressing charges against the Policia Nacional? Do you just go to a judge and file a complaint, or do you have to go through Internal Affairs . . .?’


Nicolás set down the needle again, the way someone might set down his knife in the middle of a meal because something else requires his attention. He blinked rapidly. It was a tic, with Nicolás. His glasses had slipped down his nose again. He pushed them back, leaving a spot of blood on the frames.


‘How would I know, Nicolás? This is hardly the time . . .’ Víctor grunted angrily.


‘No, of course,’ the vet said shamefacedly, and returned to the task of suturing the dog. ‘I mean, filing a complaint in the middle of an investigation would be insane. What with Ana still in hospital and Lucía still missing . . . Madness. And against the officer leading the investigation. That wouldn’t make things easy . . .’


Víctor did his utmost to treat the vet’s chattering as background noise. He did not want to get angry and blow up at him. He had had to wait over an hour with his dog. Alone. He had managed to contain the bleeding, but he was afraid the bullet might have nicked one of the vital organs. It had seemed never-ending, a night when dawn refused to break. The vet had finally arrived just before half past five. He had burst into the house, panting, his cheeks flushed, sweat streaming from his face and his armpits. It looked as though, rather than waking him, Víctor had interrupted him while he was running a marathon. Nicolás apologized for the delay and immediately set about examining the dog. Víctor had laid the animal on a cushion, covered him with a blanket and turned on the central heating to keep him warm. At first, Nieve’s whimpers had kept him company while he waited for Nicolás. And then the dog had stopped whining. In the silence, Víctor had held his hand in front of Nieve’s muzzle to make sure he was still breathing, and he had sat like that, feeling the dog’s damp breath on his fingers, until the vet arrived.


‘All right. It doesn’t look too bad,’ was the first thing Nicolás had said when he examined the injury. ‘Clear entry and exit wounds. This wasn’t done with a hunting rifle. A small-calibre gun, probably a revolver.’


It was at this point that Víctor had told him that it was Sara Campos, the S.A.F. officer who had come to investigate the missing girls, who had shot Nieve. Nicolás had managed not to say another word for half an hour while he sedated the dog, cleaned the wound and sutured the internal injuries. Now that he was closing up, his curiosity knew no bounds.


‘Personally, I think you should find some way of paying her back, you know what I’m saying?’ Nicolás prattled on. ‘I mean, say, during the investigation, you find yourself in a dangerous situation, she’s about to fall off a cliff and you’re clinging on to her. Then, at the last minute, you say, “This is for Nieve,” like that, really dramatic, like, and you let her go and watch her crash on to the rocks below.’


Nicolás cut the last stitch, set the needle on the table and looked at Víctor, beaming from ear to ear.


‘So, what do you think?’ the vet said proudly.


Víctor bit his tongue. Nicolás had a gift for winding him up. He found the man’s absurd gibbering exhausting and unsettling. The events of the evening had been too much for him. But Víctor closed his eyes for a moment, took a deep breath and said, ‘Is Nieve going to pull through?’


‘The dog is absolutely fine,’ Nicolás said, as though this was self-evident. ‘He’s lost a little blood and he won’t be himself for a couple of days. I’m not saying he’s not going to die, but, with a bit of luck, he’s just going to end up with a bit of a limp. The bullet nicked one of the muscles in his left shoulder . . .’


Víctor smiled. This time he could see the humour in how Nicolás expressed himself. He was a vet who mostly dealt with farmers, treating horses and cows and maybe a few pigs. The only dogs he ever treated were hunting dogs. Their owners did not have the same kind of relationship with their dogs as Víctor had with Nieve. They thought of them as tools. The death of one of their dogs was simply a financial loss. Hence Nicolás’s tactlessness in discussing the dog’s chances of a complete recovery.


Víctor stroked Nieve, who was still sleeping off the anaesthetic. He brought his face to the animal’s muzzle and kissed it. The familiar smell now mingled with the smell of the antiseptic Nicolás had used to sterilize the wound. Nieve had just turned seven. The dog had been a gift from the Cofradía de Santa María. To Víctor, it was as though he had been drowning and someone had thrown him a lifeline. He had clung to Nieve and gradually the dog had brought him back to the shore. He would always be grateful to the dog, and to the whole village, for rescuing him when he did not have the energy to stay afloat.


The dark sky outside the kitchen window was shot through with glimmers of blue. Dawn was breaking. Víctor knew that he should go and collect Sara from the hotel, that he barely had time to shower and change his clothes.


‘Don’t sweat it,’ Nicolás said when Víctor asked if he could stay with the dog. ‘I’ll stay here until he wakes up.’ Then he added, ‘But don’t go dropping the policewoman off a cliff. Thinking about it, it could land you in trouble. You’ll have to come up with a more elegant revenge.’


‘You’re the writer,’ Víctor said, knowing that this was the finest compliment he could pay Nicolás.


Nicolás smiled proudly and promised to come up with some way for Víctor to get even with the cop. Something that would not land him in prison. Víctor went off to shower, thinking about how Nicolás had already transformed him and Sara into characters in one of his crime novels. It was not the first time he had done this. He knew that Nicolás had drawn on him for inspiration before in one of the novels he wrote and never managed to get published. Why did he insist on writing them in patués? It was difficult enough to find a publisher; writing his novels in a language spoken by only the most elderly people in the region was stupid. Sometimes he thought that Nicolás’s novels did not even exist, that they were simply an excuse to be friends with him, to have something to talk about. And he could not help but feel sorry for this fifty-year-old man who had been born in the village but had never quite fitted in, the man now tending to Nieve in the kitchen, bathed in sweat, with a dot of blood on the end of his nose.


*


The sun was not yet visible, but shafts of light streamed between the mountaintops and brought a little warmth to the village. The slopes of Monte Albádes on the outskirts of the village were the first to glow green, the trees seeming to rise with the dawn, casting long, slender shadows, like outstretched arms. The black slate roof-tiles, wet with dew, glimmered in the sunlight. The houses were two or three storeys at most, and from their midst the steeple of Santa María soared. With its stone walls and its squat façade surrounded by three mountains – L’Ixeia, Monte Ármos and La Kregüeña – it looked like a toddler standing on tiptoe to reach the grown-ups. Slow and unhurried, the glacier continued to melt, imperceptibly changing from ice to water.


It was 13th July. The slate outside the Castán house read 1,727 DAYS WITHOUT LUCÍA.


When he had arrived home, Joaquín had found his son sleeping on the sofa. The television was on, with the volume turned down. The room smelled of alcohol. He had gone over and shaken him gently. Quim opened his bloodshot eyes.


‘You haven’t heard what’s happened?’ Joaquín said.


His tongue furred from too much drink, Quim could not say anything, but he did not have time to mumble an excuse, anyway, before his father said, ‘You stink of booze.’


‘Is that all? Open the window, if it bothers you.’ Quim lay back on the sofa.


‘They’ve found Ana. She’s in hospital in Barbastro, but there’s no sign of your sister. Assuming you care.’


Joaquín gave no further information. He climbed the stairs to the bedroom without waiting to see how his son had taken the news. He decided to have a shower and go back to the hospital as quickly as possible.


*


Sara took a deep breath before leaving the hotel. Through the window, she could see the four-wheel drive parked outside, with Víctor behind the wheel, waiting for her. She walked quickly, keeping her eyes on the ground until she reached the car. She gave a curt, ‘Morning,’ as she opened the door. He replied without looking at her and, as soon as she climbed in, turned the key in the ignition. Say something, fast, Sara thought.


‘How is your dog?’ she mumbled as she fastened her seat belt.


‘Alive,’ Víctor said, looking in the wing mirror and pulling out into the road.


Sara wanted to tell him that she had not been able to sleep. That she hated herself for what she had done. She had been scared, she had not had time to see what was happening, it had been very late and very dark . . . But even as she lined up the excuses in her mind, they crumbled. What difference did it make? It had been her gun, her bullet, and there was nothing she could do to take it back. Reciting a litany of excuses about what had happened suddenly sounded selfish. All the arguments she had spent the night mentally rehearsing seemed futile. She thought about victims’ relatives listening to the excuses of rapists, murderers, kidnappers. The commonplace clichés about their traumatic childhood, their inability to control their impulses, their remorse for the pain they had caused. And she knew that such confessions merely served to kindle the hatred of those who had suffered from their actions. Every excuse is a justification, and the last thing someone who has just lost a loved one wants to hear is a justification. There is no excuse that justifies grief. Accepting such excuses would be tantamount to admitting that no one was really responsible. As though the murderer’s misfortune were equal to that of his victim.


‘This road runs right through the village. A few kilometres uphill, there is a turn-off to Posets. It’s smaller than Monteperdido – the population is about three hundred. Most people make a living from tourism,’ Víctor said in a professional tone. Seeing Sara’s surprised expression, the Guardia Civil explained: ‘You’re going to be working here, you might as well know the area.’


‘No, yes, of course . . .’ she said, flustered.


I hope one day you can stop hating me, Sara thought, though she did not say it aloud. She let the sergeant continue his impassive description. To the east, the peaks of Monte Ármos, which Sara could see from her hotel bedroom, and La Kregüeña, behind which hid the village of Posets. They drove along Monteperdido’s main street, where the majority of shops, hotels and tourist centres were located. From here, a labyrinth of cobbled alleyways meandered northward. Although the valley was wide, the houses were piled almost on top of each other, as though seeking the shelter of neighbouring walls, huddling together for protection from some outside force. Above the slate roofs soared the summits of Monte Perdido and, to the south, Los Montes Malditos. The River Ésera ran parallel to the main street, spanned by three bridges on its course through the village. Then the road dipped towards Barbastro, although leaving the valley meant driving through Fall Gorge, the narrow mountain pass Sara and Santiago had driven through the night before. Sara noticed that Víctor had told her nothing about the villagers or their customs, only about the lofty crags of rock and ice in the shade of which the village had sprung up, and which defined its boundaries as might pennants on a battlefield. The mountains were all that mattered. They alone would remain when all else had long since vanished.


The four-wheel drive entered the tunnel, and a silence descended. What else did they have to say to each other? Sara felt her eyes well up. The whimper Nieve had made when she fired still reverberated in her mind, an echo that did not seem to fade.


‘Do you mind if I put on the radio?’ Sara said as she turned the dial.


Víctor noticed Sara turn away and stare out the window, letting the music drown out any sound, but he could tell she was doing her utmost not to sob. He was grateful that she tried to hide her pain. That she did not turn to him for consolation he did not feel able to give.


*


Sixty kilometres south of Monteperdido, the emergency services had already begun work on winching the car out of the ravine. A crane had been set up near the cliff edge. Several officers from the Mountain Rescue Team were helping with the operation. Víctor Gamero introduced Sara to Sanmartín, the leader of the M.R.T., who gave a brief summary of the situation, peppered with local mountaineering terms – serac, tuca, arroyo – like landmines intended to keep her at arm’s length. Dressed in an immaculate uniform, hair neatly combed, he reminded Sara of the American G.I.s she had seen in movies – arrogant and faintly ridiculous – but she decided to ignore his attempts at provocation and pretend she knew what the words meant. At that moment, the only thing that interested her was the evidence in the car at the bottom of the ravine, although Sara was aware that it might be days before they could collect it. They would have access to the body of the driver much earlier. The corpse had already been laid on a stretcher next to the wreckage, and it was about to be lifted out by helicopter. Sara would have a chance to do a preliminary examination before it was airlifted to the Coroner’s Office for the autopsy. Nervously, she paced the dirt track. Scene-of-crime officers were making casts of the partial tyre tracks. She looked down into the gully. She wished she could climb down and search the car. She needed to put a name to the man whose body had been found with Ana. Her mobile phone rang, startling her. It was Santiago Baín.


‘Ana has started having seizures. They’re taking her into theatre now.’


*


The walls were moving, quivering like paper rustled by the wind. Raquel tried to breathe, making a conscious effort to fill her lungs with air, but nothing would come. She could not focus on the bustle and commotion all around: the faces of the nurses, the corridors, the rattle of trolleys, the swish of closing doors. She was tumbling into an abyss so fast that all she could see was a blur of figures. So fast that all she could do was steel herself for the moment when she hit the ground. Finally, she managed to give vent to this wild panic in a harrowing scream, before fainting into the arms of a hospital porter.


‘Can someone take her to a side bay?’ said the porter.


A nurse came with a sedative. Ismael appeared at the far end of the corridor and saw people milling around Raquel. At first, he could only see her arms, her hands lying on the tiled floor. As the people helping her dispersed, he noticed Raquel’s eyes were closed, her face still twisted in a rictus of grief, as though even unconsciousness could not relax her features. A porter lifted her up as someone brought a stretcher trolley. Ismael longed to hug her to him. Longed to tell everyone that he was her partner.


*


Álvaro Montrell was staring out the window at the expanse of barren land around the hospital. In the distance, he could see the skeletal frames of houses that had never been completed. Five years I’ve been waiting for this day, and now my daughter might die, he thought, and the idea seemed so cruel that he felt guilty.


‘What’s happened?’ Gaizka stepped out of the lift and moved towards him, elbowing his way past the doctors coming and going along the corridor.


‘Ana is in surgery. They’re operating now.’


‘Is it serious?’


Álvaro had no answer to this, and turned back to the window. Down in the cark park, there were many cars from Monteperdido. He recognized Joaquín’s. Rafael Grau and Marcial Nerín had probably come too. They were too far away for him to make out any faces, but he could see the group shuffling nervously down below, unsure whether they should go into the hospital. They looked like wedding guests who had just been told the bride had not shown up.


*


The treetops shook as the helicopter set down on an area of flat ground beside the ravine. Hunched over to avoid the powerful gust, Sara walked towards the cab. One of the officers from the Mountain Rescue Team jumped out and handed her a bag. The roar of the rotors meant they had to shout in order to be heard.


‘This is all there was in the car,’ he bellowed above the racket.


‘What about the body? I want to see it.’


Sara moved to the rear of the helicopter. She gestured for the officer next to the stretcher to open the body bag.


She did not recognize the face of the corpse: a man of about fifty, the deep gash on his forehead crusted with dried blood. The body had already taken on a yellowish pallor, though the face was livid, the features contorted from the hours the body had spent hanging upside down from the seat belt inside the car. The eyes bulged so much that it was impossible to close the eyelids. The officer slid the zip all the way down so that the body was completely exposed. Like the face, it was chubby but not obese. The khaki trousers and the blue checked shirt were stained with blood. His own blood.


‘What about the shoes?’ Sara said, seeing his bare feet.


‘In the bag.’ The officer nodded to the one she was holding. ‘They had fallen off.’


She took a last look at the corpse. His skin was suntanned, the arms paler under the short sleeves of his shirt. He had obviously shaved not long before he died. The clothes he was wearing looked new, or at least had not been washed often – information that Sara was not about to attach any significance to, not before the autopsy.
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